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Matthew 5

Chapters 5-7 are what became known as the "Sermon on the Mount".  I think there are certain events or teachings in the Bible that every Christian should know where they're located.  For instance, if I say, "The Creation Story", where is that located?  Genesis 1.  If I say, "The Ten Commandments", where are they located?  Exodus 20.  And if I say "The Sermon on the Mount", where is that located?  Matthew 5-7.

Read Mt. 5:1


That seems weird, doesn't it?  Why did Jesus sit down?  Because that's what teachers did in Jesus' day - the teachers sat and the students stood up.  So, let's do that here for the rest of tonight, whatcha say?


It's interesting that Jesus chose to give this teaching "up on a mountainside".  Is Jesus deliberately trying to be like a new Moses for his people?  You'll remember that Moses brought the Ten Commandments down from another mountain, Mt. Sinai.  In Jesus, God's people are receiving new commandments to live by, on another mountain.  Pretty cool.


If you go to Israel today you can visit the traditional site where the Sermon on the Mount was given.  It's on a mountainside that overlooks the Sea of Galilee.


The Sermon begins with what's called the "Beatitudes".  Who knows what the word "beatitude" means?  It means "happy", or "blessed".  And since verses 3-12 each begin with Jesus saying, "Blessed are . . ." it was natural to call this section the "Beatitudes".  (Robert Schuller took that word and turned it into a book called The Be Happy Attitudes.)

Think about how wonderful it is that following Jesus will make us happy!  Verse 2.


Read vv. 2-3


What do you think it means to be "poor in spirit"?  It means to know that our human spirit is poor without God's spirit to give it life, strength and purpose.  The opposite of being poor in spirit is to be rich in human spirit, that is, to be proud, cocky and arrogant.  Another word, then, for "poor in spirit" is "humble", which comes from the word "humus", or soil.  To be humble, to be poor in spirit, is to be "down to earth" - versus being stuck up.  It's to be "well grounded" - versus being puffed up with conceit, telling the world, "Look at me!"  Those who are poor in spirit realize that without God they are nothing.  Cocky, proud and stuck up people don't feel that they need God at all.  They think they're self-made.  They've forgotten that God is the potter, and we are the clay.  (Isaiah 64:8)  But those who are poor in spirit but rich in God know better.  They know that Jesus was right when he said, "Apart from me you can do nothing." (John 15:5)

What is the result of being poor in spirit?  Jesus said, "for theirs is the kingdom of heaven".  Is that just when we die?  No.  Jesus said, "The kingdom of heaven is within you." (Luke 17:21)  It's a frame of mind that begins now, when we accept that the only good thing within us is God.  It's an attitude of eternity that begins in this world, so that the things of this world just aren't that important.

Read v. 4


Isn't it interesting that Jesus talks about mourning?  Won't all reason to mourn go away once we give him our lives?  No.  Jesus never promises us a life without tears.  Instead, he said, "In this world you will have trouble." (John 16:33)  He talked about being persecuted for our faith.  He talked about losing loved ones, just like everyone else.  And he himself wept over Jerusalem.

Some people become Christians only to fall away from the faith when hard times come, because someone mistakenly promised them that all of their problems would disappear if they would give their heart to Jesus.  But Jesus never said that.  Instead, Jesus promised us comfort in our tears.  Comfort by the presence of the Holy Spirit living inside of us, reminding us that we are not alone.  Comfort given to us by our church family, as we "carry each other's burdens". (Gal. 6:2)  Comfort given to us when we look at tragedy and sadness in the light of eternity.

Jesus also knew that it's those people who do not mourn when tragedy strikes them who find no comfort.  God has so made us that our grief finds release when it comes out in our tears.  Crying, sorrowing, mourning is a way to healing - not a stiff upper lip!  


Read v. 5


What does the word "meek" mean to you?  It doesn't mean to be weak, or timid.  Indeed, it takes great strength to be meek, as Jesus uses the word.  For "meek" means to calmly let others have their way, because you believe God's will will be done in the end.  [Repeat.]


When I see the word "meek" I remember what Paul wrote about love in 1Corinthians 13:5  -  "Love does not insist on its' own way."  That's what Jesus is getting at here.  To be meek is to set your rights, your needs, your desires, aside because you believe God's will will be done in the end.


Now, if you're like me, you may be thinking, "Well, I don't like that very much.  I mean, it's not fair.  I have my rights too, don't I?  What's so wrong with being assertive in getting what I want?  Why should I let others always have their way?  What am I, a doormat?"


I've given these questions some thought.  Let me share what I think is at the heart of this word.


First, Jesus never taught us to be a doormat.  Doormats can be walked on by anyone at anytime.  Jesus never lived that way.  Except for the suffering he allowed others to do to him at the end of his earthly life, whenever anyone tried to hurt Jesus, he escaped and wouldn't let them do it.  Jesus was not a doormat, and he doesn't want us to be one either.  A Christian chooses when he, or she, allows others to hurt them, abuse them, or gossip about them - because they believe letting others have their way in that situation will best accomplish God's will.


And that's the second thing we need to keep in mind.  The meek act meekly because they believe it's the best way for God's will to be done.  Keep in mind the suffering that Jesus went through at the hands of the Jewish and then the Romans guards - the beating with fists, the whippings, the mockery and, eventually, the crucifixion.  Jesus chose to be meek in those circumstances because he knew God's will was best accomplished by letting certain people walk all over him at that time.


How has your meekness been lately?  Have any of you had an opportunity recently to allow someone else to walk all over you?  And how did you do?


When someone is trying to abuse us in some way, as followers of Jesus we need to ask ourselves, "Will God's will be best accomplished by allowing this person to do this thing that I really don't want them to do?"  If the answer is, "Yes," then we have to practice meekness, and calmly let them have their way.

Situations:  driving the car, co-workers taking advantage of us, family members presuming on our kindness, etc..


Read v. 6


Think of a time when you were really, really, hungry or thirsty.  For me that was the first time I ever did a 24 fast with my youth group.  Man, I didn't know a person could be that hungry!  But even before that, I was in the hospital as a child and wasn't allowed to drink anything for several days.  Man, was I thirsty!  Just think of eating a bag of potato chips with no drink around.  Thirsty.  Hungry.  Deep, deep, desires.


The word "righteousness" means God's will.  Do you hunger and thirst for God's will to be done?  Jesus is saying that if you are then you will be blessed, happy.  And he promises us that if we hunger and thirst for God's will to be done that we'll be "filled", satisfied.

This world, however, teaches us to hunger and thirst after things that do NOT fill us, do NOT satisfy us.  Whether it's a hunger for a large bank account, or for power, or whether it's a thirst after sexual satisfaction, or the "high" that drugs can give us, nothing in this world is lasting.  Once we get our fill of something here, the next day rolls around and we want more.


But hungering and thirsting after God's will is satisfying.  Because seeking God's will and doing it leads to life.


Here's a question to ask yourself.  When you're faced with a decision to make, do you always ask yourself, "What would God want done here?"  When you're trying to decide:

- Should we go on that expensive vacation, or buy that expensive car?


- Should I change my job?


- Should we get a different home?


Do you always ask yourself, "What would God want done here?"  Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness do - and it always leads to being "filled" and satisfied.


Read v. 7


The word "merciful" means to be forgiving of those who hurt us.  But it means so much more beyond that.  Mercy is more than an act, the act of forgiveness.  It's more like a feeling in your heart.  Specifically, to be merciful is to feel sorry for someone to the point where your heart moves you to help them.  Again, this feeling begins in the heart of the Christian, where feelings of pity and compassion live.  Those who are merciful can feel the hurt of others, and they are moved to help them.  They are not content until they know they've done all they can do to help.

Can anyone think of parable that Jesus told that illustrates this?  The Parable of the Good Samaritan.  What do you remember about this parable?  Two religious types see a man who has been beaten, lying on the side of the road.  And even thought the beaten man was a fellow Jew, they walk on by.  But a non-Jew, a Gentile, sees the beaten man and he goes to his side.  He pulls out some wine and pours it on his wounds as an antiseptic.  He pulls out some oil and pours it on his wounds as an ointment.  He pulls out some clean bandages and wraps the man's wounds.  But he's not done.  You see, the merciful do all they can do to help others.  Next, he lifted the man and put him on his donkey.  He walks the man to an inn, and pays for him to stay the night.  But he's still not done.  The truly merciful do ALL they can do to help others.  The next day he gives the innkeeper more money and tells him, "Let this man stay as long as he needs.  When I return I'll pay you whatever his bill is."


Wow.  Does it sound difficult to be merciful?  You bet it is!  But no one ever told you that being a Christian was easy, did they?  How can we do this?  Two ways?


First, remember how merciful God has been to you.  Just like the father in the Parable of the Prodigal Son, God doesn't deal with us as we deserve!  God has mercy towards us.  He feels sorry for our weaknesses.  And he did all that he could do to help us - he sent his own Son to die in our place.  Once you meditate on this, once you feel and understand and experience the mercy of God towards you, then it just doesn't feel right anymore not to be merciful towards others.  As 1John 4:19 says, "We love (others) because he (God) first loved us."  If you're having trouble feeling merciful towards the difficult people in your life, perhaps you've forgotten the mercy of God towards you every day.  Once you feel God's mercy it will feel wrong not to show mercy yourself.

The second way to be merciful towards others is a very selfish way.  But, hey, if that's what it takes to make us more merciful, so be it.  Look again at verse 5.  What did Jesus say it will take for mercy to be shown to us?  That we are merciful to others.  Do you see that?


Re-read v. 7


If we show mercy to others, God will show mercy to us.  But if we don't show mercy to others, God will not show mercy to us - no matter how much faith we have.  This combination of the vertical (us and God) and the horizontal (us and others) is one of the cornerstones of Jesus' teaching.  Later, in chapter 6, Jesus will teach us to pray in the Lord's Prayer, "Forgive us our debts AS we have forgiven our debtors."  Jesus makes the vertical relationship dependent on the horizontal relationship.  Here's the bottom line - if we are not merciful to others, God will not be merciful to us.  But, put positively, if we who believe in Jesus for the forgiveness of our sins are merciful to others, then God will be merciful to us.  And that will make us blessed, happy!


Read v. 8


Does anyone remember a verse from the OT about "seeing God"?   In Exodus 33:20, God tells Moses, "No one may see me and live."

But here in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus promises that we CAN actually see God.  How is that possible?  Hebrews 12:14 promises the same thing:  ". . . be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord." (Heb. 12:14)  


Why does the OT say we can't see God and live, yet the NT promises us that we will see God one day if we are pure in heart and holy?  The answer is simple.  Since there was no Savior, and no way to have sins totally removed, God had not taught his people about an after life in the OT yet.  And in this world it is true, no one can see God and live.  But because Jesus came and made an after life possible by dying for our sins on the cross, the NT can promise us that we will SEE God one day, in heaven, in eternity - that is, if we are "holy" and "pure in heart".


Have you ever noticed how much Jesus pointed to a person's heart, and not to their actions?  He encourages us (here in the Beatitudes) to be meek of heart, to hunger and thirst in our heart for God's will to be done, 
to be merciful of heart and, in this verse, to be pure in our heart.  More than a policeman who looks at our actions, Jesus is showing us that God is more like a counselor who looks at our hearts, at our inner selves, where our actions originate.  As God told Samuel, back in the OT, "The Lord sees not as man sees; man looks on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart." (1Samuel 16:7)

So, what does it mean to "pure in heart"?  Doesn't it mean to want what God wants, to think like God thinks, to be clean and unpolluted by the world's selfishness and dirtiness?  Sound impossible?  It's not, or Jesus wouldn't have held it out there as a possibility.  It IS hard.  But there are a couple of things we can do to make it possible to be pure in heart.


First, we need to admit that we are not pure of heart on our own, naturally, and to ask for God's forgiveness.  That's what David did in his famous Psalm of confession.  Does anyone know which Psalm that is?  Psalm 51.  


(You know, we need to start building up our knowledge base of where to find the important parts of the Bible.  When I think of it I'm going to start putting a "pop quiz" on the study notes.  Here's our first one.  Last week I mentioned the locations of:


1.  The Creation story - Genesis 1-2


2.  The Ten Commandments - Exodus 20


3.  The Sermon on the Mount - Matthew 5-7


4.  David's Psalm of Confession - Psalm 51.)


Read Psalm 51:1-12


Isn't that a magnificent Psalm?  It teaches us that a pure heart is only a prayer of confession away.  For, if we ask him to, God will wash away our sins and make us "whiter than snow".


I think we should do this now.  If we're going to be taking Jesus' words seriously here, to be "pure in heart", then we need to do as David did and confess our sins to God.  In a second I’m going to have Ken put on the screen a bunch of sins.  This is not a complete list of sins, but it hits many of them.  And I want to invite you to examine yourself and see which sins you struggle with, which sins you may have done even today.  Be honest, for David tells us that God desires truth in our inner parts.  And when you are ready, confess your sins to the Lord, and ask the blood of Jesus to wash your sins away.


Are you ready? 

[Meditate.]


Now, let's read some scripture together:

Have mercy on me, O God,

according to your unfailing love;

according to your great compassion

blot out my transgressions.

Wash away all my iniquity

and cleanse me from my sin.

For I know my transgressions,

and my sin is always before me.

Against you, you only, have I sinned

and done what is evil in your sight . . .

Cleanse me with hyssop, and I will be clean;

wash me, and I will be whiter than snow.

Create in me a pure heart, O God,

and renew a steadfast spirit within me.

(Psalm 51)
If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us.  If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.

(1John 1:8-9)

Do you know the song "White As Snow"?  It's based on David's Psalm 51.  We don't have any instrumentation to help us out, but why don't we sing it accapella?

White as snow, white as snow
Though my sins were as scarlet
Lord, I know, Lord, I know
That I'm clean and forgiven

Through the power of Your blood
Through the wonder of Your love
Through faith in You
I know that I can be
White as snow


The first thing we need to do, to be "pure in heart", is to be honest with God, confess our sins to him, as David did, and let the blood of Jesus wash our sins away, making us "white as snow".


The second thing we need to do is use the means of grace more than we are now.  The means of grace are God's ways that he's given us to tap into his power, to find strength to resist temptation and live a holy life.  We all know what the means of grace are by now:  prayer, Bible reading, worship, communion, fasting, Christian fellowship.  We all know what the means of grace are.  But are we using them to the fullest?  If not, and if we want to be "pure in heart" then this is something we need to do more of.  Which of the means of grace do you need to do more of, to receive more of God's power to live a holy life?

The third thing we need to do, to be "pure in heart", is to guard what we allow into our minds, because our minds are the doorway into our hearts.  The things that we allow into our minds find their way into our hearts, often ruining the purity that God put there through his cleansing of our sins.  Will you turn to Philippians 4:8.  In Philippians 4:8, Paul says this:

Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable--if anything is excellent or praiseworthy--think about such things. 
(Philippians 4:8)

Isn't that a great verse?  In fact, shouldn't that verse be added to our "Where Is It In the Bible?" list?  I think it should be:


5.  What to allow into your mind - Philippians 4:7-8  (We'll get to verse 7 in a minute.)


And we've already looked at another really important part of scripture that we should also know:


6.  Confession leads to forgiveness - 1John 1:8-9


Now, why should we guard what we allow into our minds?  Because our minds are either like this CD-RW, or this CD-R.  Do you know the difference between a CD-RW and a CD-R?  A CD-RW stands for "compact disc re-writable".  You can record songs, for instance, on this disc and then erase them if you want to put other songs on it.  You can re-write what you first put on it by erasing it and starting over.

A CD-R, however, stands for "compact disc recordable".  You can also record songs, or other data, on this disc.  But once you put something on this disc you can't erase it and start over.  (CD-R's were originally called "CD Write Once", because you can't write things more than once on them.)  You can never erase what you put on a CD-R.


Now, which of these two discs is like our brain, a CD-RW (which you can erase and start over), or a CD-R (which you can't erase what's put on them)?  Our brains are like a CD-R, aren't they?  Once we put information in our brains it's there forever.  

And so much of what this world throws us at is bad for us.  So much of it is the opposite of the words in Philippians 4:8.  It is full of lies, undignified things, things that are morally wrong, impure, unlovely, not admirable, mediocre and nothing to write home about.   And much of the things of this world lead to impurity, stress and agitation in our minds.  This is why Paul puts the words in verse 7 before the words in verse 8 - 

And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.
 (Philippians 4:7)

Imagine a guard standing at the entrance to your mind.  His name is "Peace of God", for he brings you the peace of God every day.  But the world wants to kill this guard.  The world wants to kill the peace of God in your mind and give you stress and anxiety and frustration.  You can't let it!  But it's up to you.  It all depends on what you allow into your mind.


So, do you only let things that are true and noble into your mind?  Does that describe the things you watch on television, or the conversations you have with friends - that they are true and noble?  

Do you only let things that are right and pure into your mind?  Does that describe the kind of books you read, or the magazines you buy - are they filled with things that are right and pure?  

Do you only let things that are lovely and admirable and excellent and praiseworthy into your mind?  Does that describe the kind of websites you go to, or the songs that you listen to - do they have images and thoughts that are lovely, admirable, excellent and praiseworthy?


Remember, our minds are like a CD-R.  Once something gets in them it never leaves.  And our minds are the gateway to our hearts.  So, we have to guard our minds, if we want to be pure in heart.

Next, verse 8.


Read v. 8


There are two parts to being a peacemaker.  The first part is the word "peace".  Peacemakers work for peace.  They hate it when people are squabbling, fighting, bickering - whether it's in the home, or at work, or in the world.  Not that it's in our nature to be a peacemaker.  I believe it's more in our nature to enjoy a good fight.  Isn't that why so many people love hockey games?  And so called "Studio Wrestling".  What do we enjoy talking about more - how the McCain people don't like the Obama people, or how wonderful President Bush is transitioning his administration to the Obama administration?  It's more fun to talk about people who aren't getting along, isn't it?  I don't begin watching the World Series, for instance, until a "bad guy" surfaces.  It's a lot more interesting to be "on edge" and be looking for a fight to break out, than it is to just watch baseball.  (Might as well watch paint dry.)


But, as Christians, God calls us to rise above our human nature's love of war and fighting.  Instead, God calls us to work for peace.  After all, who are we disciples of?  The "Prince of Peace", right?  Christians work for peace.


And that gets to the second part of the word "peacemakers".  Peacemakers are not peach wishers, or peace hopers.  We are called to be peace "makers".  That's an active word - to MAKE peace; to DO something to bring peace into your corner of the world; to stick your neck out to make peace happen.


Does that describe you?  Are you a peacemaker?  Begin by looking at your relationships.  Are you holding any grudges right now, against anyone?  Then Jesus isn't describing you in verse 9, is he?  If you are holding any grudges right now then you are not a peacemaker.  You may be a peace wisher.  But you're not making peace in your own relationships.  You could be making peace, because if you're the one holding a grudge then you hold all the power.  It's a very simple thing to fix the wall that's separating you from the one against whom you're holding a grudge.  What should you do?  Stop holding the grudge!  Forgive.  Let go.  Love.  Be at peace.  It's really that simple.


Or, the other side of the equation, is there anyone in your life who is holding a grudge against you?  In that situation, what does a peacemaker do?  They go to the person who is holding a grudge against them, and they try to make thing right.  They try to be reconciled with them.  Not that this always works.  In fact, many times, it doesn't work.  Hey, all we can do is try to be reconciled with people.  Only if we try can we be called "peacemakers".

Any thoughts?


Are you a peacemaker?  What do you DO when you see two people who are not getting along, who aren't talking with each other, who are at war?  Do you stick your neck out and try to bring them together?  You should.  We all should.  Even though, so many times, two people who are fighting will actually turn on the one who tries to bring them back together, it is worth it.  Have you ever experienced that?  I have.  Many times.  Two people who used to get along are fighting.  You try to bring them together.  And they both end up mad at you.  But that's okay.  That "goes with the territory" of being a peacemaker.  In fact, that's what Jesus said next.  

Verse 10.


Read vv. 10-12


Peacemakers are often persecuted.  In fact, in our country, more and more, Christians are often persecuted.  Have you ever been laughed at, for instance, because you told someone that you'd rather go to worship, or Bible study, then to go with them to a movie, or to golf, or to a family function?  Or, have you ever been laughed at because you won't play the Lottery like your friends do, or because you pray before you eat in a public restaurant, or because you won't laugh at their dirty jokes?  Then you know a little bit what it's like to be persecuted "because of righteousness".  


That's a really important part of this verse, by the way.  Jesus isn't talking about just any old kind of persecution - like when Republicans persecute Democrats, or Ford owners persecute Chevy owners, or Steeler fans persecute Browns fans.  Jesus is only talking about Christian persecution - when you are persecuted because you acted like a Christian in public.  As he put it in verse 11 - "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me."   If you've never experienced this kind of persecution, one of two possibilities exist.  Either you only hang around with other like-minded Christians, or you never stick your neck out and act out your faith in a public way.


Can anyone share with us a time when you were persecuted because of your Christian beliefs or values?


In the gospel of John, Jesus promised us, "If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also." (John 15:20)  And Paul wrote to Timothy, "Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted." (2Timothy 3:12)

If you are being persecuted right now because of your faith, take heart!  You are in good company - for every true prophet in the Bible was persecuted, as was Jesus himself.  God will reward you greatly in heaven for the suffering you endure here on earth for him.


If you have never been persecuted because of your faith, maybe you need to ask yourself, "Am I hiding my faith from others?  Am I afraid to stand up for my Christian beliefs?  Do I try to blend in with the non-Christians around me by not acting like a Christian when I'm with them?  


"Or, do I only hang around with other Christians?  Is there no one whom I'm trying to lead to Christ right now?  Are my only friends other Christians?"


If this is the case then Jesus has a word specifically for us in the next few verses that we really need to hear.
